Apoptosis in cytomegalovirus retinitis associated with AIDS.
To determine the role of apoptosis in the pathogenesis of cytomegalovirus retinitis in patients with the acquired immunodeficiency syndrome. Forty-three eyes from patients with cytomegalovirus retinitis treated before the introduction of highly active anti-retroviral therapy were examined by routine histopathology and in situ techniques to detect apoptosis (TUNEL assay). Apoptosis was graded on a scale from 0 to 3+ by quantitating the number of TUNEL positive cells per case using a standard grading procedure. Statistical analysis describing the association between apoptosis grade and the proportions of eyes with active CMV infection, with choroidal inflammation and treated with the sustained-release intravitreal ganciclovir implant was performed using the Armitage procedure. Apoptosis in both CMV infected and uninfected retinal cells was detected in 28 of 41 eyes (68%); 13 (45%) with active and 15 (55%) with inactive cytomegalovirus retinitis. The degree of apoptosis was mild (1+) in 14 eyes, moderate (2+) in 6 eyes and severe (3+) in 8 eyes. Apoptosis was not identified in two eyes without CMVR. An increase in apoptosis grade was positively associated with active CMVR (p = 0.014). There was no significant association between apoptosis and choroidal inflammation. The presence and the severity of apoptosis was less in eyes treated with the sustained-release intravitreal ganciclovir implant compared to those treated with systemic anti-viral therapy, however, the difference was not statistically significant. Apoptosis contributes to retinal cell loss in eyes with cytomegalovirus retinitis associated with AIDS but did not correlate with the progressive loss of retinal cell function in patients with treated, inactive CMVR.